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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 
Audience participation in the arts in the United States is declining, putting 
the survival of many arts organizations at stake.  Of the arts ballet has one of the 
lowest rates of audience attendance.  There are a variety of factors that explain this 
drop in attendance, including a steep decline in participation from older audiences 
and an economic climate that favors less consumer spending.  As a result, currently 
over half of the United States participate in the arts through electronic and digital 
media. 
This thesis explores the online presence and initiatives of five major 
American ballet companies: New York City Ballet, Pennsylvania Ballet, Boston Ballet, 
San Francisco Ballet and Houston Ballet.  The content, design, accessibility and 
aesthetic of each of these five ballet companies websites is studied and ranked, as is 
the level of social media engagement.  A series of in-depth interviews garnered from 
questions that evolved as a result of this research took place with Pennsylvania 
Ballet, Houston Ballet and San Francisco Ballet. 
Ballet companies need to recognize that technology and an investment in a 
strong online presence will have a direct effect on the sustainability and relevance of 
their companies.  This thesis proves that ballet companies increasingly understand 
this need and are working to strengthen their online presence and social media 
engagement. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
 
 
Americans have a long and storied relationship with the arts.  As inventive, 
enthusiastic, charismatic, varied, colorful and forward-thinking as America and its 
people, the arts in this great land cover a broad spectrum and influence and inspire 
different people in different ways.  From examples as wide-ranging as the great 
orchestras and opera companies in our largest cities, to community and regional 
theater, to jazz and bluegrass music, to the museums that house some of the 
greatest collections of American art, America is a place where the arts live, flourish 
and continue to be enjoyed.  However, at a both saddening and maddening rate, 
American’s participation in the arts continues on a steady decline that started at the 
beginning of the 21st century.1 
 According to the National Endowment for the Arts’s 2008 Survey of Public 
Participation in the Arts the percentage of Americans who had gone to at least one 
of the seven determined “benchmark” activities (established by the NEA as being 
any jazz, classical music, opera, musical, play, ballet performance or visit to an art 
museum or gallery) had been steady at 39 percent at the time of the previous study, 
in 2002, yet the rate as of 2008 dropped to below 35 percent.2  This is a troubling 
and worrisome decline and has those from within and outside of the field—whether 
they are artists or organizations, arts administrators and advocates, executive 
                                                          
1 National Endowment for the Arts, 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts (Washington, 
D.C.: National Endowment for the Arts, 2009), 1. 
2 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, 13. 
  
directors and board members, or simply lovers and current supporters of the arts—
scared as to what might be in store for the future of the arts in the United States.   
 For the purposes of my thesis research and focus, particular attention will be 
given to the performing arts, dance in particular and most specifically ballet.  
According to the 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts for the 12 month 
period ending in 2008, the lowest-attended performance arts were: classical music, 
with 9 percent; jazz music, 8 percent; ballet or another type of dance performance, 
7 percent; Latin or salsa music, 5 percent; and opera, 2 percent.3  With only a 7 
percent attendance rate by American adults in 2008, a rate which appears to show 
no signs of increasing, ballet in the U.S. is at a decisive point in its life and future.   
 Dance in the United States has had its own storied history as an art form and 
has been described as: “a fugitive art, resistant to capture, elusive in definition, and 
difficult to quantify.  Providing this discipline with boundaries is particularly hard.”4  
While a limitless form of expression and one that celebrates freedom of motion and 
exhilaration through wordless lines and movement, dance has throughout its history 
in the U.S. also experienced a fair share of setbacks.  It experienced an explosive and 
decisive “dance boom” from the mid-1960s through the mid-1980s that primarily 
affected ballet and modern dance companies.  During this time there was a 
staggering increase in the number of dance companies in the U.S., a never-before 
experienced true hunger for the art form from audiences, domestic and foreign 
presenters eager to present new innovations in American dance, and an increase in 
local, state and federal funding.5  By the end of the 1980s, however, the “dance 
boom” was considered over. The numerous reasons include reduction in federal 
funding (for example, NEA funding for dance companies was reduced from an 
average of $5.7 million between 1988 to 1995 to $2.7 million in 1996), which by 
proxy also resulted in the reduction of private and state and local government 
                                                          
3 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, 1. 
4 National Endowment for the Arts, Raising the Barre: The Geographic, Financial, and Economic 
Trends of Nonprofit Dance Companies (Washington, D.C.: National Endowment for Arts, 2003), 1. 
5 Raising the Barre: The Geographic, Financial, and Economic Trends of Nonprofit Dance 
Companies, 2. 
  
funding)6 and the tragedy and impact of HIV/AIDS on the dance community at large 
and the death of several prominent and pioneer dance masters around the same 
time.  Though a vibrant and resilient art form, since the end of the boom dance 
companies have struggled to establish security, attract new audiences and find the 
funding necessary to produce and perform works in line with their missions and 
artistic visions.   
 NEA’s 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts lists a variety of reasons 
as to why the outcome to their findings on the lack of participation in the arts by 
Americans is so disappointing.7 Among the reasons the NEA gave for a lack of 
participation was a fundamental shift in the relationship between age and arts 
attendance.  What is most alarming is that what had previously and historically 
made up the largest number of arts attendees, those Americans between the ages 
of 45 and 54, showed the steepest decline in attendance from 2002 to 2008.  
Another finding was that there were sharp drops in attendance amongs the most 
educated American adults and that this demographic was participating less than 
they did in 2002, with ballet suffering the worst: “Ballet attendance for adults with a 
college degree declined at the sharpest rate—down by nearly one-half since 1982.”8  
A final reason for declining participation is related to a weakening economic 
climate and a major increase in travel costs.  At the time that the 2008 survey was 
conducted, the U.S. had been in a recession for six months and consumer spending 
was weak especially in regards to how Americans determined to spend their 
discretionary funds, and gas prices were double what they had been at the time of 
the previous survey, in 2002.  What is interesting to note is that because of a 
weakened economy and an increase in travel costs, participation in low-cost and 
low-travel arts opportunities (which included participation in the arts via the 
Internet) were high in 2008.  In 2008, 41 percent of adults watched, listened to or 
explored the arts through some form of media.9 What makes this a particularly 
                                                          
6 Raising the Barre: The Geographic, Financial, and Economic Trends of Nonprofit Dance, 7-8. 
7 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, iii. 
8 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, 3. 
9 2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts, 3. 
  
interesting figure, and one that I would guess will remain steady if not increase, is 
that Americans are increasingly (if not overwhelmingly) turning to the Internet for 
their consumption of the arts.   
The NEA has taken note of the information gathered in the 2008 survey 
regarding arts consumption via technology and has realized the importance and 
significance of this trend.  As a result, the NEA conducted a study directly related to 
the subject, entitled Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation.  In 
his message preceding the study Rocco Landesman, Chairman of the NEA, notes 
that:  
In the arts we are deeply invested in the primacy of the object and 
the necessity of the live experience.  Technology is often seen as our 
nemesis—a cheaper, easier, virtual version of something real. 
 
Many of us in the arts battle the technology invasion: performing our 
own version of the refrain that those who do not remember their 
own history are condemned to repeat it.   
 
The radio and the record album were once thought to herald the 
death of live music.  The VHS tape and cable television were going to 
end film.  Photography was going to replace painting, and color 
catalogues were going to obviate the need for museums. 
 
None of these innovations led to the death of the art form, but 
instead contributed to its spread and helped create new audiences. 
 
So now we are faced with the Internet, social media, and other new 
technologies, and I believe the arts field must embrace them and 
integrate them into our work.  Not to replace it, but to extend it.10 
 
Landesman’s remarks are significant in confirming that he understands, and as a 
result the NEA acknowledges, that technology will ultimately have a direct impact on 
the future of the arts and arts participation in the United States.  This signifies a 
push by the NEA for performing arts organizations, artists, advocates and others 
involved in the arts community to come to recognize this shift and find ways to 
adapt and integrate technology into their work in order to remain relevant, to 
                                                          
10 National Endowment for the Arts, Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation 
(Washington, D.C.: National Endowment for the Arts, 2010), 3. 
  
create new audiences and to ultimately share their art with more people in more 
ways and in a larger scope than ever before. 
 There are several key findings from Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences 
Arts Participation.  One is that over half of all U.S. adults (53 percent, or 118 million 
people) participate in the arts through electronic and digital media, including 7.9 
percent who use the Internet to view dance (including ballet) performances.  
Another finding is that more than one-third of U.S. adults participate in benchmark 
arts activities through electronic media—meaning that adults are more likely to view 
or listen through electronic media than to attend live events.11   
And while the study found that, for many adults, electronic media 
consumption of the arts represented their sole means of viewing or listening to 
benchmark arts activities, it in no way appears that arts participation through media 
“replaces” live arts attendance.  In fact, Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences 
Arts Participation found that adults who participated in the arts via media were 
more than likely than non-media participants to attend live events and on average 
attended twice as many live arts events as non-media participants.12 Thus, arts 
participation through media appears to encourage—rather than replace—live arts 
attendance.  This is a significant discovery that performing arts organizations must 
recognize and emphasize over many other imperatives if future sustainability is to 
be achieved, for “there’s now an empirical reason to believe that media-based arts 
participation helps to reinforce other types of arts participation, even after 
accounting for other factors.  It’s clear now, if it wasn’t before, that electronic media 
can be a gateway and not a barrier to greater arts participation.”13 
These findings are of critical importance when arts organizations think about 
how to engage audiences in more efficient ways, how organizations can attract 
entirely new audiences, and how it is they can use technology and the Internet to 
market themselves best to these audiences.  Not only does technology afford 
organizations the ability to engage those who already have an interest and possibly 
                                                          
11 Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation, 10. 
12 Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation, 14. 
13 Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation, 7. 
  
an investment in the arts, it also provides organizations with a unique opportunity to 
market themselves to a broader population, raise revenue, and provide themselves 
with the security to grow.   
The National Arts Marketing Project, an initiative of the Arts & Business 
Council of Americans for the Arts, is dedicated to helping arts organizations better 
understand the marketplace in which they operate; it recognizes the benefits of an 
outward-looking audience development effort and provides organizations with 
tools, workshops, training and professional insight on how best to take this 
approach.  The NAMP as a marketing insight provider sheds light upon and 
highlights the importance of arts organizations using technology and the Internet as 
a crucial component in building interest and audiences.  In an essay from a NAMP 
newsletter entitled “Everything is Changing,” author Brian Reich notes: 
When it comes to communicating with an ever-evolving audience, 
today’s organization has more than enough tools to get the job 
done—blogs, podcasts, social networks, mobile, games, search, 
wikis, and much more.  Still, the combination of rapid technological 
innovation and continuous social shifts has left many organizations 
struggling to stay focused and execute their ideas.  Everything is 
changing and nothing we are doing is working anymore. 
 
Technology can help host a vibrant conversation, facilitate an event 
or make delivery of information more efficient (and in some cases 
compelling).  But the key is understanding how people use 
technology to create, consume, and share information and what 
their expectations are when it comes to interacting with folks like 
you.14 
 
As Reich notes, technology opens doors and provides invaluable opportunities.  
However, in addition to acknowledging and implementing technological marketing 
strategies, arts organizations must also understand which components work and 
why, as well as how patrons are interacting with those components, how they are 
using those components to share information with others, and if there is a dialogue 
created between the patron and the arts organization that can be built upon. 
                                                          
14 Brian Reich, “Everything is Changing,” http://www.artsmarketing.org/resources/article/2009-
12/everything-changing. 
  
 There are indications from within the field that arts organizations are 
beginning to understand the importance of using technology and the Internet as 
marketing and audience-building tools and are using technology in new, unique and 
effective ways.  There is growing evidence that dance companies are finding ways to 
take advantage of these advances as well, recognizing them as vital components in 
relevancy and sustainability in a world that has become increasingly dependent on 
technology and the connectedness it provides, and a younger audience that 
understands and is deeply invested in technology. 
 A 2007 article from Dance Magazine entitled “Dance & Technology: Dance 
Wide Web” specifically addresses how dance companies are using technology to 
their benefit and notes that: “Now more than ever, dance companies are taking 
advantage of their homes on the web to land work, attract new audience members, 
and make existing ones fall in love with dance all over again.”15  The article 
highlights some of the interesting initiatives that dance companies are taking and 
the social media staples and website accoutrements they are exploring.  For 
example, in terms of audience engagement San Francisco Ballet offers an “Artist 
Spotlight,” a front-page feature that links to iTunes-compatible podcasts, allowing 
visitors to their website to download interviews with new dancers and recently 
promoted dancers directly to an iPod.  Houston Ballet has created a blog called En 
Pointe with Houston Ballet (houstonballet.wordpress.com) that features some 
unique components, such as costume sketches and regular behind-the-scenes 
sneaks and peeks, that allow audiences to directly interact with the creative process, 
which in turn sparks greater interest in the company.  This type of interaction is 
something about which Marketing Manager Sarah Stern feels very strongly: “When 
people have a little back story, they feel invested in what they’re seeing.  It’s a great 
way to get people involved in a company they love and support.”16 
 Using technology to attract and interact with audiences is more than just 
keeping up with the times in terms of having an online presence, and leaders in the 
                                                          
15 Kia Poon, ”Dance & Technology: Dance Wide Web,” Dance Magazine, December 2007, 52. 
16 Poon, 54. 
  
dance community are recognizing the Internet as a tool to also attract donor 
support and as a central and core component in what the mission of their 
organizations is.  Amanda Nelson, Director of Individual Giving and Integrated 
Initiatives with Alvin Ailey American Dance Theater, understands the importance 
and necessity of embracing online technology.  The company’s website, 
Alvinailey.org, offers the Ailey E-Club where members get unique access to 
backstage photos and artists’ blogs about upcoming works by the company.  It 
appears as though Ms. Nelson understands that technology is more than what have 
now become almost requirements, i.e., Facebook, Twitter, or a blog, and that there 
is a deeper need when it comes to arts organizations using technology in order to 
share information: 
Direct mail is great; the theater is fabulous.  But today, the first place 
we go for information is the web.  Alvin used to say that dance was 
for the people.  In the 21st century, that means being on the social 
networks and using cell phone technology to share the mission of 
the company.17 
 
Ms. Nelson notes that Ailey audience members don’t just attend performances, they 
also donate to the company, take class at the Ailey Extension and, in many cases, 
enroll kids in The Ailey School.  In essence, these are patrons who want to see the 
company more than once a year, want to be involved and communicate and want to 
form a relationship with the company. 
 Not only are dance organizations taking the proverbial bull by the horns, 
dancers themselves, teachers and dance enthusiasts are also creating a presence 
online in an effort to gain attention, support and enthusiasm for the art form.  For 
example, Kristin Sloan, a dancer with New York City Ballet, has created “the mother 
of all dance blogs,”18 TheWinger.com, which amasses the insights of 27 dancers 
from all over the world in an effort attempt to “thwart the stigma of what dance 
is”19 and allows non-dancers a means to relate to what’s happening onstage.  Sloan 
created TheWinger.com because of her mounting frustration that there was no 
                                                          
17 Poon, 56. 
18 Poon, 54. 
19 Poon, 54. 
  
entry point for people who were interested and curious about the arts, but who had 
never been exposed to dance.  She wanted to give dancers the opportunity to share 
their perspectives, and through personal photos, commentary from dancers and 
dance professionals, videos and other components, the site aims to create a 
relationship between audience members and dancers and people involved in dance 
from a production or choreographic perspective.  Sloan says: “If you can make 
dancers more personable—reveal their motivations, why they like to do what they 
do—that’s something that speaks across all industries.”20 
 Doug Fox, a dance enthusiast who developed a passion for the art form at 
the age of 42 and has a professional background in consulting on technology and 
Internet related strategies for for-profit companies, created a blog, 
GreatDance.com, as a resource for dance companies looking to use the Internet in 
order to promote themselves.  Fox offers workshops seminars and, personalized 
advice and assistance to dance companies, and he also designs and develops 
websites for dancers and companies, all in an effort to provide Internet and social-
media strategies that are tailored to dancers and dance companies.  Fox believes 
that exposing people to the processes behind dance can benefit companies: “Think 
about blogging, social networks, and reality TV shows—our whole culture is 
interested in what happens behind the scenes.”21 
 In addition to seeing the extreme importance of allowing participants to 
experience dance “behind the scenes,” as a former for-profit professional Fox also 
understands the potential for building revenue with many of these strategies and is 
working to develop a business model for video distribution.  Fox states: 
As using the Internet becomes profitable, it will change the way 
choreographers and dancers spend their time and energy.  I’m 
working with companies to develop new revenue streams.  As 
technology improves, companies will devote more of their efforts to 
being creative online.22 
 
                                                          
20 Poon, 54. 
21 Poon, 56. 
22 Poon, 56. 
  
In a sector that is constantly struggling for new and steady streams of revenue and 
support, what Fox states resonates as a very real imperative on which many arts 
organizations need to begin to focus a substantial amount of their time, attention 
and resources.  Technological involvement and implementation has the potential to 
build and create audiences, build an eager and consistent donor base, generate 
revenue and, ultimately—if successful and used and understood correctly—ensure 
sustainability, stability and perhaps even growth.   
 Dance companies are working to create new artistic experiences and bring 
them to audiences, and generally must do so with very little operating funds.  The 
Internet provides these pioneers of the nonprofit cultural sector a unique 
opportunity as ‘the little man’ to present themselves in a way that is vast in scope 
and reach, allows for personal interaction with visitors, can raise an organizations 
profile locally, nationally and internationally and above and beyond anything else—
is cost-efficient.   
“One can just as well say on behalf of financially constrained arts 
organizations that digitizing a company does more than create 
unlimited business opportunities; it puts big company strength into 
that small company body and gives it the resources, reach, and buzz 
of a major corporation.  This means, of course, that arts 
organizations must develop and maintain their Web sites to the 
highest possible standards.”23 
 
What else can one say about the importance of using a tool that is cost-efficient and 
has the potential to create revenue and develop new audiences?  Not a whole lot, 
except: Get to it, if you haven’t already! 
 And this is where my thesis study and methodology will lead me.  As we 
know, using technology and the Internet to increase exposure, engagement and 
revenue is beyond powerful—it can be considered a necessity, especially for 
nonprofit arts organizations, where all of these factors remain a constant struggle.  
Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation has proven that over 
                                                          
23 Joanne Scheff Bernstein, Arts Marketing Insights: The Dynamics of Building and Retaining 
Performing Arts Audiences (San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2007), 168. 
  
half of U.S. adults participate in the arts through electronic and digital media, and 
arts organizations must take note.24  
My research will have me examining the online presence and initiatives of 
five of America’s major-market professional ballet companies: New York City Ballet, 
Pennsylvania Ballet, Boston Ballet, San Francisco Ballet and Houston Ballet.  I have 
chosen to focus on ballet as opposed to other forms of dance out of my own 
participation in the art form, which I believe will allow me to provide an educated, 
insider’s perspective on various elements of my research and questioning.  This will, 
as a result, allow me to be more informed in my analysis and concentration.  I have 
also chosen these five distinct companies in order to provide a regional variation in 
my research and evaluation. 
I will access and analyze distinct components of these ballet companies’ 
websites, including content, design, accessibility, aesthetic, social media and the use 
of video, blogs, mobile features and apps.  My intention is to see which of the 
components are most commonly used, which company’s Internet presence is most 
current and progressive, which companies are more successful in terms of their 
website and social media activity, and if it appears as though each organization is 
dedicating a fair amount of resources and time to the updating and upkeep of their 
websites and other online marketing initiatives.   
The criteria deemed relevant and vital to my ultimate conclusion and 
proposal will be charted, and from this data I will extract and formulate a list of 10 
to 12 pressing questions.  Ultimately, the information that I gather is what I would 
believe to be important to share with the field, that is: what is currently being 
undertaken by these five ballet companies, what these companies are devoting to 
their online presence in terms of resources and time, what they are thinking of in 
terms of technology and using the Internet as a marketing tool in order to build 
audiences, and where it is they see technology and the future life of their 
organizations. 
                                                          
24 Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation, 10. 
  
 My primary research is quantitative in nature and has begun with the 
charting and in-depth research into six distinct categories of each ballet company's 
website: Content, Design, Accessibility, Aesthetic, Social Media and the use of Video, 
Blogs, Mobile features and Apps.  There is a numerical rating system used to answer 
the questions in each category, 1 being the lowest and 5 being the highest.  The sum 
for each category is calculated, and an overall score is given to each company that is 
the summation of all six categories.  A series of qualitative questions were also 
presented to gain a more in-depth understanding of various components within 
each category.  My final assessment is based on the scoring presented in the chart 
as well key facts and points discovered during my interviews with representatives 
from each company. 
 In selecting the professional ballet companies that I did, I wanted be sure to 
choose well-established ballet companies that have a long-standing presence and 
strong reputation both within and outside of the dance world.  I also wanted to give 
range to my research and therefore selected companies from different regions in 
the United States in order to provide a well rounded scope.  The five companies I 
selected (Pennsylvania Ballet, New York City Ballet, Boston Ballet, San Francisco 
Ballet and Houston Ballet) are some of the finest in the world. 
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CHAPTER ONE – BACKGROUND ON FIVE BALLET COMPANIES 
 
 
 
 
Pennsylvania Ballet (paballet.org) is located in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, 
and was established by George Balanchine protégée Barbara Weisberger in 1963.  
The creation of Pennsylvania Ballet was the result of a Ford Foundation initiative 
that was intended to assist regional professional dance companies, among which 
Pennsylvania Ballet became a leader of shortly after its inception.  Pennsylvania 
Ballet made its national debut in 1968 at the City Center in New York, where it were 
well received; as a result it began a decade of touring.  In 1994, Pennsylvania Ballet 
hired its first (and current) homegrown Artistic Director, Roy Kaiser.  Under Mr. 
Kaiser’s direction, the company has expanded its repertoire and has premiered 
noteworthy new works by the likes of Merce Cunningham, Christopher d’Amboise, 
Michael Neenan and perhaps one of its greatest successes, the 40th anniversary 
commission of Swan Lake by Christopher Wheeldon.  Currently, Pennsylvania Ballet 
has 40 dancers and performs six productions a year in Philadelphia, including The 
Nutcracker, and also tours throughout Pennsylvania and the East Coast.   
 New York City Ballet (nycballet.com) was founded in 1948 by Lincoln Kirstein 
and George Balanchine.  The brainchild of Kirstein, New York City Ballet was 
established so that “young, native dancers could be trained and schooled under the 
guidance of the world's greatest ballet masters to perform a new, modern 
repertory, rather than relying on touring groups of imported artists performing for 
American audiences.”25 It performs for 23 weeks of the year in the David H. Koch 
Theater (formerly the New York State Theater, which the company opened on April 
                                                          
25 New York City Ballet. 2012. <http://www.nycballet.com>. 
  
24, 1964), where it is the resident ballet company.  With about 90 dancers, New 
York City Ballet is the largest dance organization in the United States, with a 
repertory of over 150 works, most of which were choreographed by Balanchine, 
Jerome Robbins and Peter Martins (sole Ballet Master in Chief of New York City 
Ballet since 1989).  New York City Ballet’s training school, the School of American 
Ballet, is located in Lincoln Center and trains students from all over the world.  
Without a doubt, New York City Ballet is one of the most prestigious and respected 
dance institutions in the U.S., renowned the world over for the original 
choreography they showcase and the high quality of their dancers.  Of the five 
companies I have chosen to study, New York City Ballet is the most well-known. 
 Boston Ballet (bostonballet.org), founded in 1963, was the first professional 
repertory dance company in New England.  Under the leadership of three distinct 
artistic directors—Violette Verdy from 1980 to 1984, Bruce Marks from 1985 to 
1997, and Anna Marie Holmes from 1997 to 2000—Boston Ballet has established 
itself as a preeminent institution, touring throughout the world to much acclaim and 
having achieved several significant milestones.  Boston Ballet has also participated in 
many important events and collaborations; in 1980 it was the first American dance 
company to perform in the People’s Republic of China and in 1983 it brought ballet 
to Broadway with a performance of Don Quixote starring Rudolf Nureyev. In 2009, 
the New York Times hailed Boston Ballet’s repertoire as “one of the most eclectic in 
the country.”26 Boston Ballet also operates a school, which teaches more than 3,000 
students in various locations in the Boston area.  The education of future dancers is 
an integral part of Boston Ballet’s mission, which is “to bring new levels of 
excellence to ballet—both on and offstage.  We will accomplish this through a 
process that is inclusive in scope, educational and creative.”27 
 The oldest professional dance company in the United States, the San 
Francisco Ballet (sfballet.org) was founded in 1933.  A company with a distinct 
international reputation, San Francisco Ballet was the first American company to 
                                                          
26 Boston Ballet. 2012. <http://bostonballet.org>. 
27 Boston Ballet. 2012. <http://bostonballet.org>. 
  
perform Swan Lake and The Nutcracker and is one of the three largest companies in 
the country.  On average the company stages 100 performances annually, both in 
the U.S. and overseas.  Helgi Thomasson has been the visionary Artistic Director of 
San Francisco Ballet since 1985 and has been an integral force in propelling the 
company from a regional dance company to a company with a strong international 
reputation.  Having been a noted professional ballet dancer himself, with roles 
created for him from both George Balanchine and Jerome Robbins, Thomasson has 
become known throughout the world for training and guiding dancers of the highest 
technical proficiency and for his commitment to presenting new, innovative 
choreographic works.  This mission of San Francisco Ballet includes seeking to 
“enhance our position as one of the world’s finest dance companies through our 
vitality, innovation, and diversity, and through our uncompromising commitment to 
artistic excellence based in the classical ballet tradition.”28 Training and community 
outreach are integral to San Francisco Ballet’s philosophy: the San Francisco Ballet 
school, with its distinguished international staff, produces dancers that make up 50 
percent of the company, while the company’s outreach programs serve 25,000 
people in the Bay Area annually.29 
 The youngest of the ballet companies included in the group, Houston Ballet 
(houstonballet.org) was founded in 1969, under the direction of Ballet Russe de 
Monte Carlo and American Ballet Theater dancer Nina Popova.  The company came 
out of the already established Houston Ballet Academy, a training school for dancers 
established in 1955 that currently supplies over 40 percent of the company’s 
dancers. 30Houston Ballet is the fourth-largest ballet company in the United States 
and continues to tour extensively both in the U.S. and abroad.  A cultural landmark 
for the city of Houston, Houston Ballet  recently moved into what is now America’s 
largest professional dance facility, a new 115,00-square-foot, six-story, $46.6 million 
                                                          
28 San Francisco Ballet. 2012. <http://sfballet.org>. 
29 San Francisco Ballet. 2012. <http://sfballet.org>. 
30 Houston Ballet. 2012. <http://houstonballet.org>. 
 
 
  
facility in the Theater District of downtown Houston.  Houston Ballet’s mission is to 
“inspire a lasting love and appreciation for dance through artistic excellence, 
exhilarating performances, innovative choreography and superb educational 
programs.”31 To that end, Houston Ballet has taken the lead in arranging several 
recent notable collaborations with other ballet companies including Cleopatra in 
2000 with Pittsburgh Ballet Theater and Boston Ballet and in 2007 The Carnival of 
the Animals, among others.  Ben Stevenson, former dancer with Britain’s Royal 
Ballet and English National Ballet, was the Artistic Director of Houston Ballet from 
1976 to 2003, establishing the company as a forerunner in American dance not only 
with its artistic programming but through his involvement and leadership in the 
training school, The Houston Ballet Academy.  In 1989 the great English 
choreographer Sir Kenneth MacMillian joined Houston Ballet as the company’s 
artistic associate, setting five pieces on the company’s dancers and remaining with 
the company until his death in 1992.  Stanton Welch assumed the position of artistic 
director in 2003 and has since created 18 works for the company and earned praise 
from the Financial Times of London for his management of “a strong, invigorated 
company.”32 
 As mentioned previously, the websites for each of the ballet companies that 
I have chosen were assessed on various criteria that include content, design, 
accessibility, aesthetic, social media and the use of video, blog, mobile features and 
apps.  A charting and rating system (1 being the lowest, 5 the highest) was applied 
to the various questions posed within each category (see Chart 1 xx).  The dance 
company who received the highest score was that which was ranked highest for 
each category presented.  I will now proceed to share my findings and assessments 
for each of the five categories studied, discuss the comparisons and important 
findings among the five companies, and share my final assessment and final ranking.  
                                                          
31 Houston Ballet. 2012. <http://houstonballet.org>. 
32 Houston Ballet. 2012. <http://houstonballet.org>. 
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CHAPTER TWO – CONTENT 
 
 
 
 
The mission of an arts organization is central to its function and operation—
it represents the goals, vision, ideals, passion and intention of an organization.  
Because of the importance of an organization’s mission, the first of the questions 
posed under the Content category is if the mission is easy to locate on the website.   
Of the five companies, the missions for Pennsylvania Ballet and Houston 
Ballet were the easiest to locate.  On the site of Pennsylvania Ballet there are nine 
category tabs running on the left-hand side from top to bottom: Performance and 
Tickets, Plan Your Visit, Nutcracker, The Company, Online Community, Capital 
Campaign, Support the Ballet, Outreach and Education and News and Press.  The 
mission for Pennsylvania Ballet is found easily under The Company as “Our Mission.”  
On the Houston Ballet site, there are seven category tabs running across the top 
header bar: Ticketing & Schedule, Inside Houston Ballet, Support Us, Academy, 
News & Media, Education & Outreach and Nutcracker Market.  The mission of the 
company was located in the drop-down under Inside Houston Ballet, again under 
“Mission Statement.”  Of the five, the mission for San Francisco Ballet (sfballet.org) 
was the most difficult to locate.  There are five primary tabs running across the 
top—Season & Tickets, The Company, Plan Your Visit, Event and Interact—and 
mission does not fall under any of these categories.  Rather, there are additional 
informational tabs (six in total) above the primary and highlighted tabs; one of these 
is a tab titled About, and the mission statement is found here under “Overview.”  
While it may appear to those outside the organization or those who may be first-
time visitors to a particular arts organization’s website that the mission is not of 
  
foremost importance, that is not entirely true, as this particular statement is in 
essence the guiding force behind why an organization continues on its artistic 
journey. Therefore, it should be easy to locate. 
 A very important attribute of any website is that it is user-friendly and that 
information is easy to locate and disseminate.  The sites for Pennsylvania Ballet, 
Boston Ballet and San Francisco Ballet scored equally in this aspect, with information 
on each site easy to digest and navigate, with tabs titled efficiently and their drop-
down menus highlighting the relevant information.  All three sites also featured 
individual tabs for donating and signing up to the e-newsletter, both of which are 
crucial components for a nonprofit organization.  Of the five sites, it was the website 
for the most established company that I found to be the hardest in terms of 
information digestion—that is, the site for New York City Ballet.  Although the tabs 
listed on the site are straightforward, the layout and accessibility scored the lowest 
of the five.  One particularly interesting feature to note on the opposite side of the 
spectrum is that on the site for San Francisco Ballet there is an individual tab on the 
top header for Interact (double check) which allows visitors direct access to interact 
with the company in a variety of ways—video, podcast, Twitter—and all of the 
information is immediate and easy to understand.  This kind of interaction 
highlighted on the site was not seen on any other website yet is a component I 
believe is crucial when talking about engaging and enticing new and younger 
audiences.   
 For visitors to any site that is offering something—and this is especially true 
for arts organizations where the offerings are not a service but rather an 
experience— it must be immediately clear to the visitor as soon as they come to the 
website what kind of experience that they can expect.  Dance as a medium has a bit 
of an easier time than other art forms (for example, experimental theater or avant-
garde chamber music) solely because it is such a visual form of expression; 
nonetheless, first-time visitors who may not have a history with the art form still 
need to understand and be shown immediately what it is they will encounter.   
  
Several of the websites I researched did this quite well, the most effective of 
which was the site for Boston Ballet.  The company hired Boston area design group 
Korn Design to refresh the company’s brand identity and the look and feel of the 
website.  According to the design firm, “the new logotype was created to express 
the lyrical and ever-in-motion DNA of the company at its core while maintaining 
careful balance, exquisite precision, an open viewpoint and a flair of personality.”33 
When spending time on Boston Ballet’s site it becomes very clear that the resources 
spent on hiring an outside firm to openly revitalize the company’s image and build 
an effective brand has been effective, at least in the consistency and look of the 
website.  The simple and modern logo is clear and prominent on the homepage and 
throughout the site, and the combination of images, categories and layout of the 
site immediately makes clear what it is the visitor can expect.  On the other hand, 
the site for New York City Ballet is not as effective in communicating as clearly and 
immediately what it is that visitors will experience—it’s as though the company is 
assuming that those who come to the site come with an already built-in knowledge 
of the company and its history, and therefore the content presented on the site 
(which also includes imagery and design, both of which will be discussed later) is not 
engaging, thoughtful or direct enough to have first-time visitors immediately ”get 
it.” 
 Content can be shared in various ways on an arts organization’s website. 
However, as one of the goals of any organization is to sell tickets to generate 
revenue, visitors must feel as though the site is secure and trustworthy in order to 
be willing to purchase performance tickets from the site.  In an e-commerce world, 
most users operate under the assumption that all websites are secure, especially 
those for established organizations.  All five of the sites require registration in order 
to purchase tickets and have a set time to purchase tickets before the system 
automatically exits, a security measure that is reassuring to users.  All sites offer 
                                                          
33 Korn Design. 2012. <http://korndesign.com>. 
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visitors the chance to order tickets via phone and in person at the box office if they 
prefer those methods of ticket ordering. 
 Providing visitors with content that is both informative and enticing (without 
being overwhelming) can be difficult as there are many things an organization may 
wish to share.  Ultimately the goal is not only having these visitors purchase tickets, 
but to have them come back time and time again.  It is about establishing a 
relationship in order to create lifelong fans.  It goes without saying that in this day 
and age, that is a difficult feat.  Interaction with an online audience provides these 
companies an important opportunity to share crucial content—for example, what 
the company’s current and upcoming season will feature (with detailed narrative 
descriptions of what they will be performing) and the chance for the company to 
share more information with visitors if they sign up to receive additional information 
via e-mail.  In both of these aspects some of my findings were surprising.   
Both Pennsylvania Ballet and San Francisco Ballet have an above-the-fold image 
(in a series of rotating images) that directly mentions the upcoming season.  On the 
Pennsylvania Ballet site, the first tab below the fold, Performances and Tickets, leads 
to a breakout of the various performances taking place over the season.  Visitors can 
click on each performance piece and read a detailed description (that also includes 
information on the composer and choreographer) that outlines the piece in 
eloquent and engaging language.  Pennsylvania Ballet really does an effective job in 
explaining what they are offering, in an enticing way and a way that is easy to 
understand and navigate; so too does San Francisco Ballet, whose performance 
descriptions often include video of prior performances as well that allow visitors the 
chance to see a snapshot of what the performance looks like.  On the opposite end, 
the site for New York City Ballet does not offer clear prompts to get to the current 
season offerings, nor is the upcoming season highlighted anywhere on the 
homepage.  What is offered on the homepage is the ability to print out a PDF of the 
season calendar which takes you through to another page where descriptive 
information is listed under “Repertory at a Glance.”  For a first-time visitor to the 
site this wouldn’t be an obvious thing to know—again, the impression is that the 
  
company thinks that most visitors already have an innate sense of the company and 
its offerings.  Even the performance descriptions are short and non-elaborative—not 
especially helpful for those who might not know who Balanchine, Stravinsky or 
Bournonville are. 
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CHAPTER THREE – DESIGN 
 
 
 
 
 A website is oftentimes people’s first exposure to an organization, and 
therefore the design, layout and visual look of the site are absolutely crucial in 
initiating and maintaining interest.  A visually engaging site is one that incorporates 
dynamic images and video with a layout that reads well and is easy to navigate.   
Of all of the sites, one stood above the others in this particular category and 
that was the Boston Ballet site.  As previously mentioned, Boston Ballet hired an 
outside firm to redo their site, and the benefits of this kind of branding and visual 
continuity are clear.  From the logo to the image choice, Boston Ballet’s site is one 
that looks as though a significant amount of both resources and time were spent on 
it.  The site also includes in several above-the-fold images the community and 
educational component of what they do—this offers a well-rounded overview into 
the company, in contrast to the highly performance-focused content presented on 
many other sites.  The site’s appearance is fresh and contemporary and anything but 
cluttered or overwhelming.  The design of the site reflects accurately both the 
content and tone and makes a statement that Boston Ballet is a high-caliber 
company, performing both classic and contemporary works yet also actively 
participating in the education of future dancers and staying active within the 
community.  The opportunity to donate, buy tickets, and shop at the Boston Ballet 
Shop are highlighted but regulated to the right-hand side of the screen, so while the 
commerce portion is there and central, it is not the first thing a visitor reading from 
left to right would see; I found this to be appealing.   
  
The companies whose websites scored lowest in terms of design were those 
from New York City Ballet and Houston Ballet.  Both sites looked steps behind the 
sites for Boston Ballet, San Francisco Ballet and Pennsylvania Ballet, with little savvy 
or visually appealing components.  New York City Ballet’s site is austere and bland, 
with the tab placement disjointed and ineffective.  A plain white background with a 
very basic logo and branding, it is surprising that a company with this much visibility 
has a site that looks minimal.  The photos used are not dynamic and do not reflect 
the high quality of dancers the company employs.  Houston Ballet’s site is similar to 
that of New York City Ballet in layout and color palate—very simple with no real 
flair.  The images chosen are not action images or especially reflective of the high 
level of artistry.  While the tabs and information layout is more effective than that 
on the New York City Ballet’s site, the Houston Ballet site does not have a great deal 
of attraction visually.  When clicking through on various tabs the only images are 
those sporadically placed and not incorporated in the overall look of the site, which 
makes it feel disjointed and amateurish.  The only access to performance, interview 
or behind-the-scenes videos are through the YouTube channel located at the 
bottom of the homepage, and they are not ingrained throughout as they are on the 
Pennsylvania Ballet and Boston Ballet sites. 
 One of the strongest components a ballet or dance company has when 
looking to bolster their website is a resource that is readily available—their dancers.  
Imagery on any dance company’s site should be active and powerful, graceful and 
emotional, and ultimately reflective the artistry and talent of the dancers in the 
company.  A stock photo or several photos with little range are not compelling and 
would not visually entice someone company to the website of a ballet company.   
Pennsylvania Ballet has incorporated photos onto their site that accentuate 
the site and highlight the high quality of their dancers.  The photos are action based, 
colorful and classic.  The headshot photos of the dancers in the company are also 
high quality, and many dancer profiles offer the chance to look at additional photos 
via a slideshow of those dancers.  San Francisco Ballet’s site also offers a nice variety 
of photos that range from performance photos to closer, staged photos—all of 
  
which highlight the quality of the dancers and the variety of their repertoire.  The 
photos of the dancers are not of the same quality as those on the Pennsylvania 
Ballet site; however, there are opportunities to click through to watch videos of the 
dancers.  Another interesting design component, which I think adds a great deal to 
the site, is a series evolving background photos that change when one clicks through 
on different items—this adds a lot of dimension and variety and ranges from photos 
of dancers in class to the lights at the theater.  Of all the websites, Boston Ballet’s 
homepage offers the most variety in terms of the photos they have chosen.  There 
are photos of the dancers obviously, but they have also chosen to include photos of 
some of their young students; I thought the mixture of both was a thoughtful 
addition, seeing as parents of current and prospective students are likely a core 
group of visitors to the site.  Information on the principal dancers in the company 
also includes a video of the dancer that is of higher production value in comparison 
to other sites and is consistent with the branding found throughout the site.   
When one goes to the site of New York City Ballet, because of the lack of 
depth in the design of the site, the fact that there are few high-action photos on the 
homepage is frustrating.  With some of the world’s best dancers in this company it is 
a bit surprising that there are not more photos included (especially on the 
homepage) that feature the dancers.  Photos throughout the site also tend to be 
more staged than those found on the above-mentioned sites.  The headshots of the 
dancers are not in one unified style, and in terms of additional information on the 
dancers, there are no additional photos or video of the dancers but rather written 
information, as though on a resume.   
 When spending time on each of these sites and taking a look at consistency 
between design and the tone of the site, it is clear that Boston Ballet scores higher 
in this regard than any of the other companies.  The design is clean and modern and 
is clearly in line with the refined tone of the site as well as with the offerings of the 
company, which include both classical and contemporary works.  The website has 
visual components that are engaging and attractive, both accelerated by the design 
and layout of the site, and it comes through that the company understands the 
  
value of both including imagery that is dynamic and featuring their world-renowned 
dancers.   
In contrast, the site for Houston Ballet lacks the sophistication of the Boston 
Ballet site and its tone is hard to decipher.  Because of the starkness of the site and 
lack of branding, in conjunction with a lack of imagery or other visual prompts, the 
site for Houston Ballet scored low in the design category.  I think it’s important to 
keep in mind that the design of an effective and well-designed website is an 
incredible undertaking, and the benefit that Boston Ballet received by hiring an 
outside firm, which many other companies may not have the finances to do, is 
immeasurable and immediately obvious.   
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CHAPTER FOUR – ACCESSIBILITY 
 
 
 
 
Accessibility of information is crucial when talking about the web presence 
of arts organizations.  In order for a website to be truly effective it must be easy for 
users to navigate.  You want visitors to be enticed first by the design and imagery 
and the creation of an experience; however, information must be presented in a 
way that is accessible and prominent.  Of all of the sites, Boston Ballet does this 
exceptionally well.  The tabs along the top of the site are direct and inclusive and 
their drop-down menus are also succinct.  Visitors can learn immediately how to go 
about planning their visit and how they can buy their tickets and get information on 
the performance they would like to see.  The site also offers detailed information on 
the history of the company, the artistic staff (including all of the dancers) and the 
executive staff.  The members of the board are also listed.  If visitors wish to learn 
more about donating, there is a tab that gives specific information on individual and 
corporate giving. 
Both the sites for Pennsylvania Ballet and San Francisco Ballet scored high in 
terms of accessibility.  Both sites are easy to navigate, offering visitors immediate 
access to key information in a straightforward and uncomplicated manner.  
Pennsylvania Ballet scored highest overall for quick and easy-to-locate information 
on how to get to the theater, providing both detailed instructions and a public 
transportation map with relevant stops.  Both sites also make very accessible the 
information visitors need to donate.  On the Pennsylvania Ballet site, a bright blue 
"Donate" tab at the top of each page takes visitors to a donation page that gives 
them the option of making a single donation or a monthly donation.  What I found 
  
particularly interesting and smart was that they also leave room for donors to state 
what inspired them to give.  These testimonials could be valuable to share with 
other potential donors and the public.  San Francisco Ballet also provides very 
thorough information for visitors planning their visits, offering a door-to-door 
directive where people can enter in their addresses and it will explain how to get to 
the theater.   
 New York City Ballet’s site proved to be the most difficult site of the five to 
navigate.  While its design and layout is simple, it is deceptively so, because 
information is difficult to locate.  Whether because of the tab categories chosen or 
the fact that there are two tab bars given equal prominence in terms of font size, I 
would imagine a first-time visitor to the site could become confused or frustrated by 
some of the options.  For example, on no other site was a tab devoted entirely to 
“Running Times,” a tab I believe could be added to the drop-down box for “Visitors.”  
If someone were to come to the site for the first time without knowing that the 
theater where the company performs is the David H.  Koch Theater, that that might 
also offer moments of confusion.  In general between the design and categorization 
of information chosen, the site is not accessible generally, but I believe even less so 
for first-time visitors.  For visitors wishing to learn more about the company, all of 
the information is listed under “The Company,” which is clear; however, the Board 
of Directors falls under the category of “Personnel” and is not given its own separate 
listing of prominence.  A positive, however, is that there is a wealth of information, 
and while it is not the most accessible or easy to locate, it offers visitors insight into 
an astounding amount of material, including the Costume Shop, Alumni and a 
Repertory Index.  However, if a visitor wanted to see video of the dancers or 
performance offerings, that is found under “The Company,” under the confusing 
subcategory of “The Viewing Room,” which does not make it clear that is where 
video can be found. 
 Scoring the lowest overall in terms of accessibility was the site for Houston 
Ballet.  Deciphering what the current season’s offerings are is done going through 
the top header “Ticketing & Schedule,” where the tab for “Season Calendar” will list 
  
month by month what performances are coming down the pike. But the language 
doesn’t always state what is current.  If a visitor were to come to the site half an 
hour before the performance, they could view information on how to get to the 
theater under “Ticketing & Schedule” under the subcategory of “Visitor 
Information,” which is not the clearest language for letting visitors know how to 
plan their trip.  Another glaring omission is that although there is a link under 
“Visitor Information” to directions to the theater, there are no directions for public 
transportation.  Are there no ways to get to the theater via public transportation in 
a major urban center?   
 I think one of the most important things to remember is that if over half of 
all U.S. adults participate in the arts through electronic and digital media that 
accessibility becomes one of the most important components of any website.34  If 
the platform you use to inform and attract visitors is your website, then they must 
feel as though they can find the information they need easily and without having to 
spend a great deal of time navigating and attempting to figure out where 
information might be hidden.  It is also important to remember that the 
demographic that is receding faster than any other are those users ages 45 and up.  
Older users, who might not be as savvy or willing to experiment with the Internet, 
must also be acknowledged, and this is just another reason why information must 
be as easily accessible as possible.  Organizations should want to make sure that 
visitors can find the information they need, that they are compelled through content 
and design to explore the site further and that ultimately they purchase tickets and 
donate. 
                                                          
34 Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation, 10. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – AESTHETIC 
 
 
 
 
The aesthetic of a website should reflect a variety of components are important 
in what an organization wishes to communicate to its visitors.  Do they want to 
translate that if a visitor chooses to spend time on their site and come to a 
performance, they will be actively engaging in an overall experience?  Do they want 
to reflect, through simplicity or complexity in design and information, that they 
might be more traditional or classic versus experimental and exploratory? 
The aesthetic of the sites for both Boston Ballet and San Francisco Ballet best 
communicated that visitors would engage in an experience if they were to come to a 
performance, and both companies scored highest in this category.  There are several 
reasons for this, the primary ones having to do with the overall quality of design of 
the website.  Already discussed, an exceptionally well-designed website would 
automatically lead visitors to believe that they are engaging in an experience of high 
value.  The second component that would give visitors a good indication that they 
will engage in an experience is the use of imagery on the site.  Dance as an art form 
is particularly expressive and physical.  If a site uses compelling photographs, 
especially performance photos that use moody and interesting lighting with sets and 
costumes if necessary, visitors will get a true sense of not only the physical 
perfection they will see but of the experience they will have as well.  Again, the sites 
of Boston Ballet and San Francisco Ballet used high-quality and compelling 
photographs to the best of their advantage on their websites. 
 Another important quality of a website related to the aesthetic of the site is 
if the sentiment of the site is welcoming and inviting.  An austere website can work 
  
in terms of the site appearing clean and classic, but a visitor still wants to feel as 
though they are being welcomed into the world of the company and extended a 
personal invitation to become a participant, not only in what the company is 
offering but in the world of the company as well.  Of the five sites, Boston Ballet’s 
site feels the most inviting.  Aside from the design components and quality of 
images used on the homepage and throughout the site, it is the focus on the 
community and community outreach that makes Boston Ballet’s site feel 
exceptionally inviting.  Aside from their artistic offerings, to highlight how active 
they are in interacting with the Boston area community at large is automatically 
welcoming.  On the opposite end of the spectrum is New York City Ballet’s site, 
which of the five aesthetically feels the least inviting.  The design and the images 
chosen accurately reflect the austere and classic distinctions of the company itself; 
however, the overall feeling of the site is not particularly welcoming.  It is cold and in 
no way truly beckons the visitor to come in and explore, though this may be 
intentional.  The site for Houston Ballet is also not particularly welcoming or inviting, 
but in the case of this website my assumption is that it is less intentional and 
perhaps more likely do to with monetary and faculty time limitations.   
 A final component worth discussing is the degree to which it appears that 
the company is trying its utmost through various facets (such as design, imagery and 
language) to provide visitors with as much information as they can within the 
aesthetic of the company and the experience they are offering.  The Boston Ballet 
scored highest in this regard: Its website is a fine example of numerous elements 
done well and coming together effectively, providing a great deal of information 
that is easily navigable and that maintains the aesthetic of the company.  To a 
certain degree all of the companies scored well.  The websites of the five companies 
have flaws, absolutely, but they all do reflect the intention to provide visitors with as 
much information as they can in order to entice them to purchase tickets, donate 
and visit the theater. 
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CHAPTER SIX – SOCIAL MEDIA 
 
 
 
 
In this day and age, social media is becoming one of the most important ways 
for corporations and companies to engage, attract and interact with consumers, 
fans and various communities.  Some of the most popular social media platforms 
include Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, Flickr, blogs and podcasts.   
 Social media can be especially essential to cultural organizations, because it 
is free to use and a relatively uncomplicated way of connecting with people and 
creating possible new audiences.  The adding of a “Like” on Facebook or a new 
Twitter follower offers the potential of creating new fans and potentially boosting 
ticket sales.  However, consumers are savvy and organizations have to be careful 
that they are aiming to create an authentic dialogue and sharing new and unique 
content, rather than simply relaying performance information or ticket prices.  
When seeing if these five ballet companies are effectively using social media, one of 
first things I looked for is if it plays an integral part on their website.   
All five of the companies are using social media in varying degrees.   
Pennsylvania Ballet’s social media comments can be found via a tab found 
on the homepage called “Online Community,” which is divided into three 
subcategories: “Video & Podcasts,” “Social Media” and “Blog.”  The social media 
Pennsylvania Ballet uses currently are YouTube, Facebook and Twitter, but its site 
does not display the corresponding three icons.  Currently, Pennsylvania Ballet has 
more than 4,000 “Likes” on Facebook (the lowest number of the five companies) 
and are active in their posting.  There are sufficient posts regarding performance 
information; however, there is variety offered in terms of posts, and the 
  
Pennsylvania Ballet Facebook community appears to interact with the company 
through Facebook’s comments and sharing tools.  With more than 6,000 followers 
on Twitter, Pennsylvania Ballet also actively tweets.  Pennsylvania Ballet’s YouTube 
channel features a variety of video offerings, including performance videos, dancer 
interview videos and behind-the-scenes videos.  The majority of videos have, at 
minimum, more than 1,000 views.  I would anticipate that, with Pennsylvania 
Ballet’s current involvement and social media presence, their engagement will 
continue and their interaction will remain stable if not increase. 
 New York City Ballet also engages in social media.  On the homepage, the 
icons for Twitter, Facebook and YouTube are visible and recognizable on the bottom 
right-hand side.  These are the social media platforms that New York City Ballet 
currently participates in.  Currently, New York City Ballet has more than 160,000 
“Likes’ on Facebook—an astounding number in comparison to those from 
Pennsylvania Ballet, but one in line with the level of their national and international 
exposure as well as the larger population of New York City verses Philadelphia.  New 
York City Ballet seems to be active in their Facebook posting, but it is interesting to 
note that their posts are mostly centered on announcements concerning 
performances and company-related information rather than posting on dance as a 
whole, interacting with fans or sharing outside information or thoughts that might 
be interesting to their fans.  There was a great deal more posting from fans on the 
New York City Ballet Facebook page than on that of Pennsylvania Ballet; however, 
there was no return dialogue from New York City Ballet, so the notion of dialogue 
with fans was not created here. 
 As with Facebook, New York City Ballet’s number of Twitter followers is 
significantly high, at more than 20,000.  The tweets are consistent and regular and 
offer information aside from the strictly performance-related.  I would imagine that, 
for a cultural organization, the platform of Twitter must be a bit trickier than that 
say of Facebook or YouTube.  It appears from my research that Twitter is not the 
most natural medium for these ballet companies to engage with their fans; the 
limited number of characters one can tweet makes it difficult for an organization to 
  
communicate without seeming too carefree or unprofessional.  It appears, however, 
that New York City Ballet understands the importance of the video component, as 
their YouTube page has more than 7,000 subscribers and, as of February 20, 2012, 
their videos had close to 2 million views (although they had not posted a new video 
in three months).  There is a variety of videos offered on New York City Ballet’s 
YouTube channel, including rehearsal footage, behind-the-scenes offerings, 
interviews with dancers and performance video.  New York City Ballet does not have 
a blog.  What I found was that New York City Ballet has a higher number of fans and 
followers, yet their engagement (aside from a higher offering of videos) with that 
audience was not greater than that of any of the other companies, although their 
exposure is higher and their marketing and online media staff is greater in size than 
those of the other companies. 
 Boston Ballet engages in various types of social media, including Facebook, 
Twitter, YouTube and the company blog, Footnotes.  All of the icons for these four 
forms of social media are found on the homepage below the fold on the lower right-
hand side.  On Facebook, Boston Ballet has more than 20,000 “Likes”; their postings 
appear regularly and are primarily information on performances, photos and video, 
and updates on dancers.  There is a fair amount of interaction with fans on 
Facebook, with a significant amount of sharing of posts and comments.  Boston 
Ballet also seems to be using various facets of Facebook and have events, 
information and video on their Spring 2012 season, and tabs for other information 
available for fans to explore.  Boston Ballet has close to 10,000 followers on Twitter. 
The company tweets regularly and appears to interact with fans via Twitter more 
than both Pennsylvania Ballet and New York City Ballet. In addition, many of Boston 
Ballet’s tweets are questions left open for interaction with their followers.  It looks 
as though dancers with the company also regularly tweet and include a Boston 
Ballet reply (@BostonBallet) as well as offering followers the unique opportunity to 
meet them after performances.  It appears as though Boston Ballet has found the 
right voice to use Twitter effectively.   
  
 Boston Ballet’s YouTube is branded in conjunction with their site.  They’ve 
had more than 300,000 views since they joined in 2008.  They offer a variety of 
videos, many of which are unique, such as a dance fashion show, an “It Gets Better” 
video and a video thank-you to fans.  Again, in terms of creating content and 
dialogue with fans, Boston Ballet appears to be doing this effectively and better in 
terms of creating a unified look and feel to their brand and in terms of the dialogue 
and sense of community they foster with their fans.  The same can be said for their 
blog, Footnotes, which is updated regularly. The blog offers readers the chance to 
hear from dancers in the company and others within the Boston Ballet organization, 
see behind-the-scenes photos and have the chance to comment.  The blog is 
another example of Boston Ballet effectively using the social media tool.  In a 
significantly smaller market than New York, Boston Ballet employs virtually the same 
number of employees within their Marketing and Communications department 
(which includes a Brand Manager and a Web and E-Communications Manager), 
which may speak to their effective use of social media. 
 San Francisco Ballet’s social media components can be found above the fold 
at the upper right hand corner.  This is where the icons for Facebook, Twitter and 
YouTube can be found.  Immediately below those there is also a main tab, 
“Interact,” which offers people the chance to “Watch”, “Listen”, “Blog”, “Follow”.  
San Francisco Ballet has more than 100,000 “Likes” on their Facebook page, which is 
posted on regularly.  What I noticed about many of San Francisco Ballet’s posts were 
they were often questions—leaving a fair amount of opportunity for fans to 
comment, which they did.  There were a significant amount of posts that included 
video and photos and a great deal of “likes” for these.  Fans of San Francisco Ballet 
also posted regularly to the Wall and San Francisco Ballet returned comments, 
opening up the opportunity for dialogue and direct communication with their fans.  
They also linked directly to YouTube via a side tab. 
 On Twitter, San Francisco Ballet had close to 15,000 followers.  It looks as 
though San Francisco Ballet tweets regularly and effectively.  Many tweets include 
video as well, which I hadn’t seen the other four companies do.  It looks as though 
  
whoever is responsible for the San Francisco Ballet Twitter handle has an 
understanding of how it works and does so efficiently.  Like Boston Ballet’s YouTube 
channel, San Francisco Ballet’s is branded.  Since 2008 they have had close to 
100,000 views and appear to update videos regularly.  They have almost 3,000 
subscribers.  They offer a variety of videos on the channel, including dancer 
highlights, faculty bios, Nutcracker guides and season overviews, which are 
performance videos.  There is not as great variety of behind-the-scenes or unique 
videos as there were on New York City Ballet and Boston Ballet’s YouTube channels.  
San Francisco Ballet also has a company blog, Open Studio 455, which is accessible 
under the “Interact” tab.  It is regularly updated and features posts from dancers, 
faculty and guest bloggers.  Photos are displayed throughout that are performance-
based, but there are also candid shots.  Hyperlinks are included throughout for 
visitors wishing to learn more about certain elements of a blog post. 
 Houston Ballet’s social media can be found running along the bottom of 
their homepage where the icons for YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, MySpace, Flickr 
and their blog, En Pointe with Houston Ballet.  While Houston Ballet was the only 
company of the five to use Flickr, which I found interesting, they were also the only 
ones to still use MySpace, which seems outdated.  On Facebook, Houston Ballet has 
a little more than 12,000 “Likes.”  The posts to Facebook are regular and include 
images and videos and consistent information on performances, as well as 
additional information that would be of interest to their fans.  While the dialogue is 
not as consistent as that of Boston Ballet with their fans, Houston Ballet does appear 
to be actively engaging with its fans on its Facebook page. 
 On Twitter, Houston Ballet has more than 10,000 followers.  Tweets are 
regular but not as consistently frequent as those from the other companies.  The 
tweets are also rather straightforward and, although not just performance- or ticket-
purchase-related, were rather bland in tone and not engaging.  I would doubt many 
would spawn a great deal of retweeting as the information generally does not offer 
any unique insight into what the company or dancers are doing or exclusive 
information or video that subscribers might be interested to know or see. Houston 
  
Ballet’s YouTube channel is not branded.  Since its creation in 2006 there have been 
more than 1 million views of their videos, and it has more 1,000 subscribers.  
Although Houston Ballet has been using YouTube longer than many of the other 
companies, 1 million views is a good number.  Videos appear to be uploaded 
regularly, and Houston Ballet actively responds to comments from subscribers.  The 
videos include meeting the artists, interviews and behind-the-scenes and 
performance videos.  Houston Ballet also has maintained its En Pointe with Houston 
Ballet blog since 2007.  The blog is not contributed to as regularly as the blogs of 
many of the other companies, and it appears as though its primary function is a 
marketing tool, asthe Marketing department contributes many of the posts.  There 
are also some posts from dancers, as well as behind-the-scenes photos and 
information.  As mentioned previously, Houston Ballet is the only company to use 
Flickr, which shows pictures of dancers, photos dancers have taken and fan photos. 
 All five companies are actively involved in using social media to increase 
their visibility—some more effectively than others.  Yet when reading the interviews 
that I conducted with three of the five companies it is important to note that social 
media and engaging with audiences via these free and intuitive methods is a top 
priority.  The landscape of social media will continue to evolve, and I think the 
effective use of social media will facilitate a link to their audience (including 
potential new audiences) that these organizations can’t ignore. 
 While social media development and engagement is among the top 
priorities for these companies, it is also important to note any developments in 
mobile capabilities.  At the time of this papers publication, New York City Ballet, 
Pennsylvania Ballet, Boston Ballet and San Francisco Ballet did not have mobile apps 
available.  Surprisingly, out of the five companies Houston Ballet is the only one that 
did have a mobile app, available via InstantEncore.  The free app included info on 
new events, videos, social media components and the ability to purchase tickets.  
The fact that Houston Ballet, one of the companies that scored lowest overall, has a 
mobile app is quite interesting and speaks volumes about Houston Ballet’s 
  
recognition of the necessity of remaining current and engaged with a technologically 
savvy and increasingly connected population. 
 
 
  
38 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN – THREE INTERVIEWS 
 
 
 
 
When beginning my research on Pennsylvania Ballet, Boston Ballet, San 
Francisco Ballet, New York City Ballet and Houston Ballet I wanted to talk with a 
contact person at each company to learn more about their thoughts on the current 
status of their website, the resources and time they were able to contribute to its 
maintenance, and what they thought about the importance of having a website that 
enticed and informed future and potential audiences.  I was able to get interviews 
with Pennsylvania Ballet, San Francisco Ballet and Houston Ballet.  Boston Ballet and 
New York City Ballet did not respond to my request for an interview. 
 
Pennsylvania Ballet 
I conducted my interview with Marissa Montenegro, Public Relations Manager, on 
September 23, 2011. 
1. Is the company’s online presence an important and integral part of the 
company’s operation?   
A big part of marketing efforts is to appeal to current and potential patrons.  
The website was just revamped in February of 2010.  The website was 
designed by Alexander Iziliaev, a former principal dancer with Pennsylvania 
Ballet who just retired last season.  He took a course at the Art Institute in 
Philadelphia in design and as a result was asked to revamp the website.  He 
also is the videographer and photographer for Pennsylvania Ballet.  He has a 
sensibility and understanding of the art form.   
 
  
Currently, Pennsylvania Ballet is looking to introduce a new position in a few 
months—Web and Digital Media Manager.  This newly created position is 
reflective of how important Pennsylvania Ballet believes their online 
presence, website and social media efforts to be.  This position will be 
responsible for managing the site, managing social media components, 
working with Alexander to get new photos and video updated to the site, 
and the e-newsletter, which goes out on the first Tuesday of every month to 
50,000 subscribers during December through June.   
 
Another reason Pennsylvania Ballet is creating this position is because 
website and social media responsibilities currently falls on employees [the 
Marketing Manager does the website and the PR Manager does social 
media] and they now want someone to do it full time. 
 
2. Who is responsible for updating the website and how often is it updated? 
Website maintenance is a time-consuming process, as we share an IT system 
with the Kimmel Center and don’t have our own content management 
system for the site.  To get changes and updates made to the site, we have 
to send to IT at the Kimmel Center to ask for change to the site.  
Pennsylvania Ballet however does have our own contact database with 
50,000 subscribers and a TMS e-mail system to send out our mail 
newsletters. 
 
3. Who is the website geared towards? Who is your target audience? 
Pennsylvania Ballet wants to get new people excited about the company and 
the site and don’t think the language on the site is too dance-exclusive.  They 
try to use a lot of images to bump up the visual aspect and excitement of the 
site.  Getting more video is definitely a focus, although they have limited 
resources to do so.  However, with Alex now retired and photo and video his 
  
primary focus, they hope there will be more time to fulfill those 
components.  Alex will be listed as freelance artist on the site.   
 
To try and track usage of the site, we do use Google Analytics. 
 
4. Who determines what content will be included and updated on the website?  
Is it both an administrative and artistic staff decision? 
The content on the site is an administrative decision made by the Marketing 
Department.  Roy Kaiser [Artistic Director] was involved in the design of the 
site at the beginning but the site falls under Marketing. 
 
5. Have you conducted a survey or questionnaire to ask your audience what 
they would like to see on the website?  If yes, can you briefly discuss the 
results and if you made adjustments based on the results? 
There has not been a survey on the website in two years since I have been 
there, and I’m not sure if there was one done before.  Pennsylvania Ballet is 
in the process of doing really broad research that includes questions on what 
makes people want to come to the ballet, et cetera.   
 
6. Is social media a focus of your online initiative and strategy?   
Absolutely.  The new position is a signal of how seriously we take it.  
Pennsylvania Ballet understands that social media is of the minute and 
moment, and we ask interns to contribute to social media, since the younger 
generation understands this concept and appreciate up-to-the-minute new 
news.  We are also trying to be smarter about our tone with Twitter.  Some 
tweets are explicitly sales-directed and some generate discussion and 
encourage dialogue.  Pennsylvania Ballet always wants more followers, and 
getting the word out is as important. However, the question remains: Are 
you preaching to the choir? 
 
  
7. What social media components do you currently use and how long has the 
company been using social media? 
All social media was introduced before the two years I have been with 
Pennsylvania Ballet, which was September 2009.  I believe YouTube started 
to be used in 2007 or 2008, Twitter later than that, in 2008 or 2009, and 
Facebook in 2008.  The Pennsylvania Ballet blog is called Talking Pointes, 
which got a refreshed look last season.  It’s hard to get interesting content 
for the blog, and we try to get dancers involved so that it’s a firsthand 
account from dancers [several of the dancers like to write].  They aim for 
one new blog post per program, so six times a year. 
 
8. Is the person/people responsible for the website also responsible for social 
media?  If yes, how much time is devoted to the website vs.  social media? 
Can’t determine how much time is split up as duties right now fall to the 
Marketing Manager and PR Manager.   
 
9. Do these social media components create a dialogue with your audience or 
are they used primarily as tools to share information? 
(See Question 6) 
 
10. Do you believe the organization is actively staying abreast of new 
developments in social media and organizational web presence in order to 
attract new audiences? 
This is a priority for Pennsylvania Ballet and we are doing the best we can 
with the resources we have.  A brief discussion just happened with the 
Marketing Department this morning about QR codes—how to use them and 
how or what would make the most sense for our efforts.  We are trying to 
stay aware of what’s going on.  Pennsylvania Ballet has an advertising 
agency, the Star Group, that we work with [the 2005 campaign, which 
  
highlighted the athleticism of the dancers and tried to appeal to men, was 
lead by them] and we use them sometimes to guide us in the right direction. 
 
We want to get Pennsylvania Ballet dancers as popular as the Phillies and as 
well-known as athletes.  We’re aiming for the stars! 
 
11. Do you believe the website is a site that someone with no knowledge of 
dance would be inclined to return to again?  Why? 
This is tough for someone with knowledge of dance to say.  I think some 
aspects could be streamlined, and we’re working on them.  It’s hard to say.  
When the site was designed, the intent was to make it visually attractive and 
alluring as possible, which would appeal to those with and without 
knowledge of the art form. 
 
12. Do you have any additional comments or thoughts on your organization’s 
web presence and future initiative? 
Hiring someone new to handle the website and social media is a big step in 
that direction.  Creating a new full-time position shows Pennsylvania Ballet’s 
commitment to social media and the Web. 
 
San Francisco Ballet 
I conducted my interview with Philip Mayard, Associate Director of Marketing and 
Communications, on October 21, 2011. 
1. Is the company’s online presence an important and integral part of the 
company’s operation? 
I started at San Francisco Ballet in April 2011.  The previous Marketing 
Director had been with San Francisco Ballet since the 1980s and was the 
Marketing Director for the last eight years.  I am new to the organization, 
and there has been a big shift in the marketing department—about half the 
  
team is new.  Most of the employees in the department have dance 
backgrounds, or a close tie to it. 
 
In the last month there has been a major shift to online, and a new position 
has been created to handle it—Digital Engagement Coordinator. 
 
Absolutely the company’s online presence is a priority!  I’m not sure exactly 
when the website launched, but we’ve had a full-time online manager for at 
least 10 years. 
 
The challenge from the beginning and the ongoing one is making sure we 
push people at the artistic level on educating and sharing information.  San 
Francisco Ballet is the oldest dance company in the U.S. and has only had 
four artistic directors since its creation, so there is a very traditional mindset 
within the company.  As there are shifts and bumps along the road, the 
Marketing Department makes sure the comfort level is good and the San 
Francisco brand is consistent across the board and all opinions and feelings 
are considered. 
 
The Marketing Department leads the charge in terms of the website [which 
relaunched in August from the ground up].  The drive behind the relaunch 
was to make the site more user-friendly, as opposed to an internal structure 
that those on the inside of the dance world or the company would 
understand and those outside wouldn't The names of departments, et 
cetera, and other tabs are based on users’ needs to find out about tickets, 
company and dancer info, and where to buy tickets, as that's ultimately 
most important. 
 
  
San Francisco Ballet had a consulting firm, Lynch Squared in Chicago 
[lynch2.com], do the site redesign, and they have done websites for other 
arts organizations as well. 
 
We had focus groups to do extensive research on what we wanted and 
needed for the website, and there was a lot of thought that went into the 
redo of the site. 
 
2. Who is responsible for updating the website and how often is it updated? 
The full-time website manager is currently in charge, but with the new site 
she is training people in each department to make minor changes 
themselves.  With the new site the back end is different, so big changes still 
need to be made by her, but little by little they are getting the hang of it. 
Different departments can change dates, upload images, but they have to 
run it by the Marketing Department to make sure that its brand-consistent 
and the spelling is accurate. However, the company is so big that we can't do 
everything. 
 
San Francisco Ballet did a rebranding by Metadesign [metadesign.com] of 
the logo and font around the 75th anniversary, in 2008. 
 
3. Who is the website geared towards? Who is your target audience? 
The target audience is ticket buyers and then those curious about the 
company and those who want to learn about dancers.  Everything else is an 
outgrowth of that. 
 
4. Who determines what content will be included and updated on the website?  
Is it both an administrative and artistic staff decision? 
The Marketing Department drives everything online, and there is a thorough 
vetting and approval process for everything we do.  Image selection is 
  
important to the artistic staff, and the Artistic Director gets final say—maybe 
not where they go, but he chooses the images. 
 
There are discussions about why a certain request is made or a particular 
image is chosen, but it’s collaborative and rarely a “no.”  For example, 
Marketing will go to the Artistic Department with three image options and 
90 percent of the time will get a result, and that’s not just with the website 
but with mailings as well. 
 
From my experience this has been the easiest artistic staff and collaborative 
spirit to work with.  There was a graphic designer hired after I started, and 
the aesthetic is clear, and they aren't necessarily reinventing the wheel 
because much of what they had works. 
 
The Executive Director has been there since 1987 and comes from a 
marketing background and gets what it is they are trying and have to do.   
 
5. Have you conducted a survey or questionnaire to ask your audience what 
they would like to see on the website?  If yes, can you briefly discuss the 
results and if you made adjustments based on the results? 
A huge audience study was done a year ago.  It was very in-depth [focus 
groups, surveys] and they were asked what their preferences were in terms 
of website functionality. 
 
And when sending out season brochures, we include questions on the 
website, and San Francisco Ballet fans are very vocal on social media about 
what they do and don’t like. 
 
6. Is social media a focus of your online initiative and strategy?   
 Absolutely! 
  
We received a three-year grant from the Irvine Foundation about two 
months ago, and the focus is on social media and digital engagement.  The 
first thing we did was push for this new position of Digital Coordinator.   
 
The company brought on a consulting firm Common Sense New Media in 
Boston [commonsensenms.com] a year and a half ago.  They were a big part 
of helping San Francisco Ballet in amping up their social media presence.  
Some of the funds from the grant are going to this specifically like Facebook 
ads, et cetera.   
 
7. What social media components do you currently use and as of how long has 
the company been using social media? 
We use Facebook, Twitter and YouTube.  We’ve been using Facebook since 
2009, Twitter for not that long, since 2010ish, and YouTube since 2007, 
2008, I’m not entirely sure. 
 
We are always on the look for the next big thing. 
 
There was no one person responsible for just social media before, but now 
that there's a full-time person all that will be transitioned to her and she will 
take over as the voice of San Francisco Ballet.   
 
8. Is the person/people responsible for the website also responsible for social 
media?  If yes, how much time is devoted to the website vs.  social media? 
The Website Manager is a full-time position.  The Digital Coordinator is full-
time.  The Video Producer is a full-time position since a year and a half ago 
and was contracted before that. 
 
9. Do these social media components create a dialogue with your audience or 
are they used primarily as tools to share information? 
  
It is an evolving process.  As marketing people we are driven by ticket sales—
yes, we know we have 100,000 fans on Facebook, but how many will actually 
buy tickets?  I wish the percentage of people who attend performances were 
higher [he said this without saying directly that ticket sales aren’t doing 
well].  San Francisco Ballet is creating an international profile [we tour all 
over the world] but what level of engagement and how much time should be 
spent on it if ticket sales aren't up?  How many of the folks that participate in 
social media will be ticket subscribers?  Buzz can be created and as a result 
tickets can be sold, but we have to be careful in balancing that and how it 
makes sense and to always keep our most valuable patrons in mind.  For 
example, we can't sell tickets on Facebook for $5 that subscribers have been 
paying top dollar for. 
 
Social media is not free, as it takes a lot of time and effort.  We are very 
happy to have this new position to keep an eye out on developments and 
dialogue and keep it consistent with the San Francisco Ballet brand.   
 
10. Do you believe the organization is actively staying abreast of new 
developments in social media and organizational web presence in order to 
attract new audiences? 
We’re trying to as much as we can. 
 
We have a consulting firm just for that and to keep us posted on new 
developments, which is very helpful.  We went to a conference in August to 
learn more and we were the only cultural organization there ([t was a 
prnewsonline.com conference on how to use Facebook] to learn about 
Facebook ranking and how it has changed.   
 
I think we’re doing really well in trying to stay abreast of what’s going on. 
 
  
11. Do you believe the website is a site than someone with no knowledge of 
dance would be inclined to return to again?  Why? 
We are still gathering info on the website’s relaunch and doing research on 
unique visits, et cetera. 
 
Going back to review what you've done is important but tricky especially for 
arts organizations, because we’re so, so busy and going back is difficult.  It’s 
necessary, though, to see what’s worked and evaluate who’s clicked on 
pages and which are the most visited. 
 
We are so focused on the creative that the steps of evaluating the relaunch 
and how it did and observing what people are doing [and the tracking 
mechanisms are there], putting it together in a cohesive way and looking at 
it is an ongoing challenge. 
 
We would like to think people will come back to the site.  We have doubled 
our Facebook fan number, but how many come once and never come back?  
How many people “unfriend” us on Facebook?  It is always evolving and no 
one really knows.   
 
12. Do you have any additional comments or thoughts on your organization’s 
web presence and future initiative? 
The challenge will always be balancing marketing instincts that want us to 
sell tickets with engaging people, and striking the balance between the two.  
There will always be a push and pull. 
 
We have done some promotions and have put a lot of time and effort into 
them, but only sold 200 to 300 tickets but gained 700 new friends on 
Facebook.  We may have not made a lot of revenue, but look at what we got 
on the other hand.  Maybe they'll come around to purchasing tickets. 
  
But I don't think that push and pull will change any time soon. 
 
Houston Ballet 
I received a response to my questionnaire via e-mail from Sarah Meals, Marketing 
Manager, on October 31, 2011. 
1. Is the company’s online presence an important and integral part of the 
company’s operation?   
Absolutely.  Almost 55% of our single tickets are purchased online now, as 
well as a huge portion of our subscription sales (ballpark: 20%).  We also 
created a ‘donate now’ purchase path on our website, which was launched 
about three years ago.  So as far as revenue streams for the company, it is 
CRUCIAL.  With the advent of social media, online presence has become 
even more important.  For Facebook alone, 74% of our fans live outside of 
Houston, so it is extremely important for outreach and institutional visibility.   
 
2. Who is responsible for updating the website and how often is it updated? 
Our web projects manager updates our website and adds content.  It is 
updated every day of the work week, several times a day.   
 
3. Who is the website geared towards? Who is your target audience? 
Many different audiences!  I would say all of these are our target audience: 
Ticket buyers 
Press 
Potential students/professional dancers 
Parents of Academy students 
Schools/educators looking to learn more about our education and 
outreach programs  
Philanthropists and volunteers 
Potential employees 
 
4. Who determines what content will be included and updated on the website?  
Is it both an administrative and artistic staff decision? 
  
Our web projects manager determines this.  But the whole administrative 
side of the organization is somewhat involved in content decisions on their 
portion of the website.  Our web projects manager meets with them, 
sketches out the project, and implements it.  Artistic staff in the past has not 
had much of an opinion in the content or design, but if they did they would 
be treated like any other department.   
 
5. Have you conducted a survey or questionnaire to ask your audience what 
they would like to see on the website?  If yes, can you briefly discuss the 
results and if you made adjustments based on the results? 
No we have not.  We’ve conducted surveys about our performances, but 
that’s it.  Although our ticket services manager does collect patron feedback 
on the website’s ticketing functionality so we can keep tabs on what’s easy 
to use and what’s not.  Since online commerce is the biggest return on our 
investment, we spend the most time and budget on ticketing functionality, 
not “bells and whistles”.   
 
6. Is social media a focus of your online initiative and strategy?   
Yes, almost daily we discuss how to use social media to promote our 
currently running shows.  We have also started experimenting with offering 
discounts via social media.   
 
7. What social media components do you currently use and how long has the 
company been using social media? 
MySpace, Flickr, YouTube, Facebook, Twitter, Wordpress (blog), Wikipedia. 
 
We’ve been using social media since I started working here in February 
2006—I believe we launched our first social media “venture” in May 2006—
our MySpace page.   
 
  
8. Is the person/people responsible for the website also responsible for social 
media?  If yes, how much time is devoted to the website vs.  social media? 
We have a web projects manager who manages our website and Twitter 
account.  I [as marketing manager] manage all other social media except our 
Wikipedia page and blog, which is maintained by our public relations 
associate.  Then our public relations manager handles all institutional video 
content (like interviews, season/show previews, et cetera).  So web/social 
media content is spread among 4 people.   
 
I would say our web projects manager’s entire 40 hour work week is spent 
on the website, whereas our social media takes up maybe 30 minutes/day 
(2.5 hrs per week).  We may spend more time than that on social media if 
we’re rolling out something brand new.  Our PR associate spends about 2-3 
hours per week on the blog, and our PR manager may spend up to 10 
hours/week on managing video content if she’s under deadlines (1 
hour/week on a slow week). 
 
9. Do these social media components create a dialogue with your audience or 
are they used primarily as tools to share information? 
We use them for both.  We have really enjoyed getting audience feedback 
on performances and there is certainly more dialogue going on now.  I think 
it’s an easy and non-threatening way to get information about tickets and 
our company.  People have asked everything from “what is your best seating 
availability” to “when is such-and-such ballet coming back?”.  I would say 
social media has made our company much more engaging and 
approachable.   
 
10. Do you believe the organization is actively staying abreast of new 
developments in social media and organizational web presence in order to 
attract new audiences? 
  
Yes, we are always trying to stay updated with new developments, but 
depending on staff time and budget, sometimes we have to pass on projects 
that would be ‘really cool’ because we can’t prove they necessarily make us 
money.  We are very focused on return on investment here, as most non-
profits are. 
 
11. Do you believe the website is a site that someone with no knowledge of 
dance would be inclined to return to again?  Why? 
I think so.  We try to provide as much educational material as possible on 
our website so that ticket buyers can educate themselves about a 
performance BEFORE they see it.  This tends to give them a better overall 
experience.  Patrons are much happier leaving the theater feeling like they 
‘get it’, rather than being confused.  And even if they don’t ‘get it’, they are 
educated enough to appreciate the experience. 
 
12. Do you have any additional comments or thoughts on your organization’s 
web presence and future initiatives? 
We hope to do a complete redesign of our website to make it more visually 
appealing.  Right now it works and it’s very user-friendly, but it’s not very 
pretty.  I think we will continue to shift more and more of our budget to 
online content and online advertising, and shift away from heavy direct 
mailing and print advertising.  We have already invested in heavy online ads 
for Nutcracker this year and last year, and it has made the marketing for the 
production even more ‘in your face’.  Any time someone visits our website, a 
pixel is planted on their computer and we are able to serve up online ads to 
them for upcoming HB shows.  Kind of creepy but very effective for us, since 
we are reaching people who have already shown interest in Houston Ballet. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 
 
 
In conclusion, the websites for the five companies that I researched 
(Pennsylvania Ballet, New York City Ballet, Boston Ballet, San Francisco Ballet and 
Houston Ballet) revealed some interesting differences in terms of content, design, 
accessibility, aesthetic and social media.  Through my research and interviews, I 
discovered that, at least with these five particular ballet companies, active efforts 
were being made to engage audiences online and through the use of social media.  
It became apparent that these companies recognize the importance of using online 
means and social media as unique and cost-effective ways to connect, to not only 
their current audience base, but to future potential audiences as well.  In light of the 
findings in NEA’s study Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation 
regarding participation with the arts via the web, it is reassuring to discover that a 
strong online presence was a top priority for these five ballet companies. 
The company whose website scored the highest overall was the website for 
Boston Ballet.  The Boston Ballet’s website scored well in the above-mentioned 
categories by which I assessed each company—from the content, to the design, to 
the choice of images and video, to how easy the information was to locate.  The site 
scored the highest in design and aesthetic as well as use of social media.  The 
branded yet personalized tone of the site in conjunction with their effective use of 
social media sets the website for the Boston Ballet above the other four sites.  
Although I was not able to conduct an interview with a representative from the 
company, I think it is fair to assume, especially when confirmed by the three 
companies I did get to interview, that online presence as well as an interaction with 
  
their fans and potential ticket purchasers is something that is being focused on, both 
with financial resources as well as with dedicated staff. 
The site that scored the lowest of the five was the site for New York City 
Ballet.  The website scored lowest for content, design, and video, blog and mobile 
features.  I think it is most crucial to note that the site is not very user-friendly, nor 
does it effectively relay important performance and season offerings information.  
The website also does not effectively make use of the company’s most valuable 
assets, which are some of the finest in the world—their dancers. I was 
underwhelmed by the use imagery and video to engage and entice curious first time 
visitors or fans of the company.  My theory as to why the site for New York City 
Ballet is lacking more than the others I studied is that they have a loyal and steady 
audience that they know they can reach via other methods, simply by virtue that 
they are the highest profile company of the five. For them, engaging audiences 
online does not need to be a top priority.   
From my interviews with Pennsylvania Ballet, San Francisco Ballet and 
Houston Ballet, I learned that online presence and communication with fans and 
audiences via social media was of utmost importance to these companies.  All three 
interviewees admitted that website presence is a major focus for them, as is 
effectively using social media tools. San Francisco Ballet, who tied with Pennsylvania 
Ballet for the second-highest overall score, hired an outside firm to redesign their 
site and employ a full-time website manager to maintain the site.  Like Boston 
Ballet, San Francisco did a rebranding campaign and so are actively trying to create a 
centralized message and look.  Both San Francisco Ballet and Pennsylvania Ballet 
have employees whose exclusive responsibility it is to deal with web content and 
management, an indicator of the importance they are placing on web presence. 
Social media is a priority for the three companies who I interviewed as well.  
San Francisco Ballet received a grant whose focus is social media and digital 
engagement, which they used to create a Digital Coordinator position who will 
become the “voice” of the company.  What I found interesting was that both San 
Francisco Ballet and Houston Ballet made note that ultimately they wish to increase 
  
ticket sales, so there has to be a pragmatism when it comes to using social media to 
bolster sales and determining if it is ultimately the best means of effectively doing 
so.  For example, Philip Mayard of San Francisco Ballet states that the company is 
aiming to create an international profile, so if social media strategies are not 
effectively translating to an increase in ticket purchases, he asks, how much time 
should be spent on it?  Sarah Meals of the Houston Ballet mirrors this sentiment; 
while new developments are constantly arising in terms of social media, if there is 
no guarantee in an increase in sales than perhaps it is not the most valuable use of 
time and resources to engage in it. 
My discovery is that the dance companies studied in this project understand 
the very basic notion that audiences need to receive information about them via the 
web and that having some kind of web presence is crucial.  Some more than others 
have refined their sites and brand and use their site as a tool to entice new 
audiences via content inclusion, imagery, design and overall accessibility of the site.  
All of the five companies engage in social media, so at least they understand that 
speaking to their audience and fans this way is important in order to stay current 
and relevant.  This is reassuring to note, especially considering that, as mentioned 
previously, adults who participated in the arts via media are more encouraged to 
then attend live performances.35  
The 2011 Dance/USA study How Dance Audiences Engage: Summary Report 
from a National Survey of Dance Audiences supports the notion of the importance of 
web and digital entities in engaging audiences.  In the survey’s summary, there were 
several key themes and observations made.  One of the observations was that in 
terms of audience engagement for dance, 33 percent of audiences express their 
thoughts and opinions via an online forum like Facebook. A second observation 
made is that there is a major shift towards engaging a younger audience via 
technological means.36  That there is a major shift within the dance field in 
acknowledging the importance of web and digital presence (even if it may be slow in 
                                                          
35 Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts Participation, 10. 
36 Dance/USA, How Dance Audiences Engage: Summary Report from a National Survey of Dance 
Audiences (San Francisco: WolfBrown, 2011), 4. 
  
coming to fruition) is significant, and from the research conducted here, it is 
becoming evident that major efforts are being made.  Audience engagement relies 
heavily on facilitating ways to provide audience members with exposure to and 
interaction with the art form in a way they understand.  This is especially true for 
younger audiences, who have a stronger interest in engaging in social media.  As the 
Dance/USA study notes, “Engagement activities involving technologies are clearly an 
investment in developing younger audiences.”37 
 
Dance companies, like other arts organizations, must remain vigilant about 
maintaining a presence on the web as Americans continue to turn to the web to 
connect with the arts.  Technology offers these companies the unique opportunity 
to communicate with a host of audiences—from current subscribers, potential 
donors, students and families to the simply curious.  It offers dance companies the 
chance to develop and communicate with a younger audience, offering them the 
prime opportunity to build a loyal long-term audience.  It is a resource unlimited in 
scope and potential and one that many arts organizations, including the five ballet 
companies highlighted here, understand and are working to use in the most efficient 
ways.  Understanding the importance of a substantial web presence and social 
media platform is understanding the way in which successful arts institutions will be 
able to connect, intrigue and foster loyalty with their current and future audiences. 
It is my recommendation, as a result of research and exploration while 
writing this thesis, that ballet companies focus significant resources and time in their 
online and social media efforts.  This includes the use of significant and regularly 
updated video content and visual components that highlight their dancers.  Any 
offerings that give audiences a chance to connect with the company and dancers in 
a behind-the-scenes way is also recommended.  Audiences that already have a 
knowledge of the art form will gravitate to a site more often than not to watch 
videos and get performance information.  They will stay and return if the site is 
                                                          
37  How Dance Audiences Engage: Summary Report from a National Survey of Dance Audiences, 
49. 
  
engaging and easy to navigate.  Audiences that might not have a knowledge of ballet 
but are curious will likely explore the site further if the language describing 
performances is easy to understand and if visual components are compelling 
enough to spark interest.  Social media is another way to connect to both current 
and potential audiences.  If ballet companies wish to communicate with younger 
audiences in a means that they understand and use often, they must use these tools 
effectively—whether it’s Facebook, Twitter, blogs or mobile features.  Social media 
should not be used only to relay performance and ticket information, but should 
rather open up dialogue opportunities with those who engage; it provides 
companies a unique opportunity to communicate with fans and make them feel like 
an integral part of the company, so it should be managed with those thoughts in 
mind.  Having a strong and meaningful online presence should be a top priority for 
ballet companies and cannot be overlooked.  These organizations need to commit to 
maintaining a viable online presence and effectively using of social media strategies 
in all their strategic planning, as these tools has the potential to foster a loyal 
younger audience and attract those curious about the art form. Most importantly, if 
done effectively, it can help to ensure future sustainability. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
SOURCES CITED 
 
 
 
 
Bernstein, Joanne Scheff.  Arts Marketing Insights: The Dynamics of Building and 
Retaining Performing Arts Audiences.  San Francisco, CA: Jossey-Bass, 2007.   
Boston Ballet. 2012. <http://bostonballet.org>. 
Dance/USA (Organization).  Domestic Dance Presenting: Challenges & Change: 
Executive Summary.  New York: Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund, 1994.   
Dance/USA (Organization).  How Dance Audiences Engage: Summary Report from a 
National Survey of Dance Audiences.  San Francisco: WolfBrown, 2011. 
Dunning, Jennifer.  Gimmicks and Games to Create Dancegoers. (Making Audience-
Friendly Art of Dance)(Living Arts Pages), 2001.   
Gordon, Kim T.  Maximum Marketing, Minimum Dollars: The Top 50 Ways to Grow 
Your Small Business.  Chicago, IL: Kaplan Pub., 2006.   
Hill, Liz, Catherine O’Sullivan, and Terry O’Sullivan.  Creative Arts Marketing.  
Amsterdam [u.a.]: Elsevier Butterworth-Heinemann, 2004.   
Houston Ballet. 2012. <http://houstonballet.org>. 
Kanter, Beth and New York Foundation for the Arts.  Building Arts Audiences and 
Communities on the Web: A Guide for Arts Organizations.  [New York]: New 
York Foundation for the Arts, 1997.   
Kolb, Bonita M.  Marketing for Cultural Organizations: New Strategies for Attracting 
Audiences to Classical Music, Dance, Museums, Theatre & Opera.  London: 
Thomson Learning, 2005.   
Kotler, Philip and Joanne Scheff.  Standing Room Only: Strategies for Marketing the 
Performing Arts.  Boston, Mass.: Harvard Business School Press, 2007.   
  
Korn Design. 2012. <http://www.korndesign.com>. 
Leb, Nancy Hytone.  “Marketing Means More Than Facebook.”  National Arts 
Marketing Project.  April 1, 2010.  http://www.artsmarketing.org (accessed 
November 20, 2010). 
National Endowment for the Arts.  2008 Survey of Public Participation in the Arts. 
 Washington, D.C.: National Endowment for the Arts, 2009. 
National Endowment for the Arts.  Audience 2.0: How Technology Influences Arts 
Participation.  Washington, D.C.: National Endowment for the Arts, 2010. 
National Endowment for the Arts.  Raising the Barre: The Geographic, Financial, and 
Economic Trends of Nonprofit Dance Companies.  Washington, D.C.: National 
Endowment for the Arts, 2003. 
New York City Ballet. 2012. <http://www.nycballet.com>. 
Pennsylvania Ballet. 2012. <http://www.paballet.org>. 
Phillips, Michael, and Salli Rasberry.  Marketing without Advertising.  Berkeley, CA: 
Nolo, 2008.   
Poon, Kina.  “Dance & Technology: Dance Wide Web.”  Dance Magazine 81, no. 12 
(December 2007): 52, 54, 56.   
Reich, Brian.  “Everything is Changing.” National Arts Marketing Project.  December 
2, 2009. http://www.artsmarketing.org (accessed November 20, 2010). 
Sametz, Roger.  “Brand Control to Major Tom: The New Rules of Brand 
Management.”  National Arts Marketing Project.  August 11, 2010.  
http://www.artsmarketing.org (accessed November 20, 2010). 
San Francisco Ballet. 2012. <http://sfballet.org>. 
Scott, David Meerman.  The New Rules of Marketing and PR: How to use Social 
Media, Blogs, News Releases, Online Video, & Viral Marketing to Reach Buyers 
Directly.  Hoboken, N.J.: John Wiley & Sons, 2010.   
Skybetter, Sydney.  “Trustee Spotlights: Facebook: How the Timesuck Destroying the 
English Language Will Save Us All.”  Dance/USA Journal 25, no. 1 (Spring 2009): 
12-13.   
  
Stegemiller, Terresa M. and San Jose State University Human Performance 
Department.  “Dance Marketing Strategies: Application of Theory to Practice.”  
1995.   
Tegnelia, Abby.  “Internet Marketing.” Pointe 8, no. 1 (February 2007): 58-59.   
Wisner, Heather.  “Grants for Marketing.”  Dance Magazine 74, no. 2 (February 
2000): 49.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
  Pennsylvania Ballet New York City Ballet Boston Ballet San Francisco Ballet Houston Ballet 
Content 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 
1. Is the mission of the organization clear and 
easy to find on the site? 5 3 4 2 5 
2. Is the information on the site organized in 
a way that is user friendly? 4 3 4 4 3 
3. Does the site appear credible and 
trustworthy in a way that would entrust 
visitiors to feel secure buying tickets? 4 3 4 3 3 
4. When visiting the site is it clear to visitors  
what the organization is offering? 4 3 5 4 3 
5. Does the site highlight the current season 
but also clearly showcase future offerings? 4 2 3 4 3 
6. Is there an offer to visitors to sign up to 
receive additional information via email?  5 0 5 4 4 
7. Is there a place on each click through page 
where visitors can sign up to receive this 
additional information via email? 5 0 5 5 5 
8. Are performance descriptions easy to 
understand for someone who might not have 
even gone to the ballet before? 4 4 2 3 5 
9. Does the site highlight other initiatives the 
organization participates in especially 
community involvement? 4 3 5 5 3 
            
Total 39 21 37 34 34 
  Pennsylvania Ballet New York City Ballet Boston Ballet San Francisco Ballet Houston Ballet 
Design 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 
1. Does the navigation bar have tabs that are 
offering information that visitors would want 
and understand? 5 2 4 5 4 
2. Is the option to buy tickets and donate 
easy to locate? 5 5 5 4 5 
3. Does it appear visually that time and 
resources have been spent on the site and 
it's maintence? 4 3 5 4 3 
4. Is the site visually enticing? 4 2 5 4 2 
5. Is the brand imaging prominent and 
consistent throughout the site?  3 2 5 3 2 
6. Are there a significant amount of images 
that are engaging and action based that 
would entice visitors and keep them 
engaged? 4 2 4 4 2 
7. Is there video offered on the site that is 
dynamic and high action? 4 2 5 5 2 
8. Does the design accurately reflect the 
content and tone of the site? 4 3 5 4 2 
            
Total 33 21 38 33 22 
  
 
 
  Pennsylvania Ballet New York City Ballet Boston Ballet San Francisco Ballet Houston Balle  
Aesthetic 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 
1. Does the site reflect that the visitor will 
engage in an experience if they come to a 
performance? 3 3 4 4 1 
2. Do the images and text of the site refect 
the promise of an overall experience? 3 2 4 4 1 
3. Are the images on the site active and 
engaging? 4 2 5 5 1 
4. Does the site feel personal and 
welcoming? 3 2 4 3 3 
5. Does the site offer components that allow 
visitors to engage with the company and 
dancers outside of the performances-
personal engagement? 4 3 4 4 3 
6. Is it clear that the organization wants to 
provide its visitors with as much information 
as they can? 4 4 5 4 4 
7. Do the colors used throughout the site 
represent the tone of the artistic vision and 
the work being promoted? 3 4 4 4 2 
            
Total 24 20 30 28 15 
 
  Pennsylvania Ballet New York City Ballet Boston Ballet San Francisco Ballet Houston Balle  
Accessibility 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 
1. Is the site easy to navigate? 4 2 5 4 3 
2. Is it clear what the current seasons 
offerings are? Does the information appear 
above the fold of the home page? 4 4 4 5 2 
3. Is it easy to locate where to buy tickets 
and where/how to get to the theater? 5 4 4 5 4 
4. Does the site offer information on 
company employees, dancers and the artistic 
director? 4 4 5 4 4 
5. Does the site offer information on board 
members? 3 3 4 3 3 
6. If someone were to come to the site half 
an hour before a performance, would they 
be able to locate all the information they 
would need quickly?  5 4 4 4 3 
7. Can donors easily find how to go about 
making a donation? 5 4 4 5 4 
            
Total 30 25 30 30 23 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
  Pennsylvania Ballet New York City Ballet Boston Ballet San Francisco Ballet Houston Ballet 
Social Media 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 
1. Is social media an intregal part of the site? 4 4 4 4 3 
2. Are social media components easy to find 
on the site? 4 4 4 4 4 
3. Do the social media components fuel a 
dialogue with the user? 3 4 5 4 3 
4. Do the social media components offer 
consistent and pertinent information on 
what the organization is doing? 4 4 5 4 4 
5. Does the social media the organization 
uses offer behind-the-scenes insight? 3 3 5 4 3 
            
Total 18 19 23 20 17 
  Pennsylvania Ballet New York City Ballet Boston Ballet San Francisco Ballet Houston Ballet 
Video, blog, mobile features, apps 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 1-5 
1. Does the website incorporate any of these 
extras? 3 1 4 4 3 
2. If there is a company blog, does it have a 
clear 'voice'? 2 0 5 3 3 
3. Does it appear to be regularly updated? 2 0 5 3 2 
4. Is there a mobile feature available? 0 0 0 0 3 
5. Is there an app? 0 0 0 0 0 
6. Do the videos offer any behind the scene 
footage? 4 4 5 4 4 
7. Are there interview videos with the 
company dancers and/or artistic staff? 4 3 5 4 4 
            
Total 15 8 24 18 19 
  Pennsylvania Ballet New York City Ballet Boston Ballet San Francisco Ballet Houston Ballet 
Overall Total 163 114 182 163 130 
